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Abstract 
What have men got to do with gender equality? How do men fit into debates and 
discussions on gender equality? These are questions that are now being asked more 
clearly and more openly. The relationship of men to gender equality is not necessarily 
straightforward or uncontested. Many different positions can be taken on these 
questions, for example, from anti-feminist to profeminist. Drawing on previous EU-
funded policy research across a range of European countries, this session focuses on 
these issues, with special attention to two arena: men’s violences, and men’s health. 
 
Introduction 
Men seem to becoming slowly and surely more interested in gender equality. According 
to the Finnish Gender Equality Barometer 2004, almost half of men fully agree that men 
benefit from increased gender equality. In 1995 The Platform for Action adopted at the 
Fourth World Conference on Women read:  
 
The advancement of women and the achievement of equality between women 
and men are a matter of human rights and a condition for social justice and 
should not be seen in isolation as a women’s issue. ... The Platform for Action 
emphasises that women share common concerns that can be addressed only by 
working together and in partnership with men towards the common goal of 
gender equality around the world. (United Nations 2001) 
 
Since 1995, these issues have been increasingly being taken up in the UN and its various 
agencies and in other transgovernmental organizations’ policy discussions, including the 
EU. In 2003 the UN’s Division for the Advancement of Women organized a worldwide 
online discussion forum and expert group meeting in Brasilia on the role of men and 
boys in achieving gender equality as part of its preparation for the 48th session of the 
Commission on the Status of Women, with the following comments:  
Over the last decade, there has been a growing interest in the role of men in 
promoting gender equality, in particular as the achievement of gender equality is 
now clearly seen as a societal responsibility that concerns and should fully 
engage men as well as women. (Division for the Advancement of Women, 
United Nations 2003). 
Focusing on men 
Focusing on men in developing policy appears to have become more popular in recent 
years. In some ways this is not anything special; it is not new; and it is not necessarily, 
in itself, linked to any radical project of social change and transformation. There have 
long been state and related policies on men and masculinity. This is perhaps most 
obvious in policies on conscription, militarism and crime, but also in many areas, such 
as fatherhood, marriage, education, and so on. It all depends how developing policies on 
men and men’s practices is done: 




• Are policies on men developed explicitly or implicitly, or are they done in 
passing? 
• Are men seen as gendered or non-gendered? 
• Are policies related to feminist and other critical gender research and policy 
development? 
• According to what assumptions about men, women and gender? 
• And with different relations, or lack or relations, to the various approaches to 
gender equality? 
 
So what is newer is the explicit naming of men as men in policy development, whether 
in relation to gender equality or more generally. 
 
Studies on men and masculinities 
This short background paper draws on recent international social science perspectives in 
studies on men and masculinities. This necessarily involves a number of different 
national, disciplinary and methodological traditions. While not wishing to play down 
debates and differences between recent traditions in studying men, the broad, critical 
approach to men and masculinities (see e.g. Kimmel et al 2005) that has developed in 
recent years can be characterised in a number of ways, by: 
• a specific, rather than an implicit or incidental, focus on the topic of men and 
masculinities; 
• taking account of feminist, gay, and other critical gender scholarship; 
• recognising men and masculinities as explicitly gendered rather than 
nongendered; 
• understanding men and masculinities as socially constructed, produced, and 
reproduced rather than as somehow just “naturally” one way or another; 
• seeing men and masculinities as variable and changing across time (history) and 
space (culture), within societies, and through life courses and biographies; 
• emphasising men’s relations, albeit differentially, to gendered power; 
• spanning both the material and the discursive in analysis; 
• interrogating the intersections of gender with other social divisions in the 
construction of men and masculinities. 
 
The European Research Network 
Since 1999 the Research Network on Men in Europe (Critical Research on Men in 
Europe, or CROME) (http://www.cromenet.org) has been researching collaboratively on 
the study of men’s practices, including policy development. The Network project “The 
Social Problem of Men. The Social Problem and Societal Problematisation of Men and 
Masculinities”, formally began in 2000 was funded to 2003 by the Research Directorate 
of the European Commission under its Framework 5 Programme (Hearn et al. 2004; 
Hearn and Pringle 2006; Pringle et al., 2006). This built on the work of EU Framework 
4 European Pro-feminist Men’s Network (http://www.europrofem.org/). The work of 
CROME continues as part of the Concerted Action on Human Rights Violations within 
the EU Framework 6 Programme (http://www.cahrv.uni-osnabrueck.de/). The CROME 
Network comprises researchers initially from Estonia, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy, 
Latvia, Norway, Poland, Russian Federation, and the UK, and subsequently also 
Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Spain and Sweden.  
 




The Research Network aims to develop empirical, theoretical and policy outcomes on 
the gendering of men and masculinities. It has focused on two closely related questions: 
the specific, gendered social problem of men and certain masculinities; and the more 
general, gendered societal problematisation of men and certain masculinities. There has 
been a strong emphasis on the relations between the problems men experience and the 
problems men create.  
 
Four main themes have been addressed (men’s relations to home and work; men’s 
relations to social exclusion; men’s violences; men’s health) and four main methods 
used to gather information and develop research on critical research on men (academic 
literature; statistical data; governmental and quasi-governmental legal and policy 
statements that explicitly address men; media representations, particularly national press 
output). In each case, during the course of the project national reports (making a total of 
40 reports, each addressing the four main themes), as well as transnational summary 
reports, have been produced. The Network has also acted as an information resource for 
other researchers, policy-makers and practitioners. This has included the web-based 
European Database and Documentation Centre on Men (http://www.cromenet.org), and 
paper-based resource of over 1500 items. 
 
The policy context  
Men and masculinities are understood as set within changing policy contexts. There 
have been huge historical changes in forms of masculinity and men’s practices; yet there 
is also stubborn persistence in some aspects of men and masculinity. The most obvious 
of these is men’s domination of the use of violence, and men’s domination at the top of 
organisations, including business and government. Changing gender relations both 
constitute governments and other policy-making institutions, and provide tasks for 
governmental, partnership and third sector agencies to deal with. In this sense 
governments and other policy institutions are part of both the problem and the solution. 
 
The historical legacy inherited by the EU includes attempts to develop broad social 
democracy and stop fascism happening again. The EU itself can be understood as a 
project of positive possibilities largely led and negotiated by men politicians after the 
Second World War in contradiction to short-term nationalistic interests. It can be seen as 
a project devised to reduce men’s historical tendency to nationalistic conflict and war, 
and so achieve relative stability in Europe. There is increasing recognition of the central 
place of men and masculinity in the collective violence of war, including imperialist 
wars, and the apparent increased use of rape and sexual violence by men in war. 
  
To understand the national and transnational policy context also involves considering 
the relevance of ‘the social problem of men’ within organisational and governmental 
policy formation, in national, regional and EU institutions. It is necessary to analyse and 
change the place of men within the gender structure of governmental, transgovernmental 
and other policy-making organisations. This includes the relative lack of attention to 
men in power, including men in the EU, the implications of mainstreaming for men, and 
men’s relations to gender equality. The social problem of men also relates closely to 
existing EU social agendas, including EU policies on equality, gender equality, social 
exclusion, and racism. There is a need to develop policy options on men, including ‘best 
practices’ and illustrative policies on men.  
 




Addressing policy around men and masculinities is important and matter. There are 
indeed risks and dangers in non-action, for example, in the intersection of various ‘new’ 
and ‘old’ masculinities, nationalisms, racisms and xenophobias. There are also key 
issues around the changing policy context in Europe. These include the relation of the 
EU to eastward expansion, including the specific conditions of application and 
accession; questions of migration, especially of young men, and their implications for 
women and men, in countries of both emigration and immigration; trafficking in women, 
children and men, especially the actions of men as the consumers within the EU member 
states. The ‘social problem’ of men is thus of central and urgent interest to the EU and 
the applicant countries. It is necessary to analyse and change the place of men within the 
gender structure of governmental and other policy-making organisations. There is also a 
need to develop policy options on men, including best practices and policies on men. 
Addressing policy around men and masculinities is an important and urgent matter.  
 
Gender equality policy 
Much of what men do is not seen as policy or political activity; it is not seen as related 
to gender equality at all. It is not seen as “about gender”; it is not seen as making gender 
relations and gender divisions more or less equal or unequal. Much of men’s practices, 
in public and in private, in work, negotiations, persuasion, networking, lobbying, 
pressurising and so on is not seen as gendered. They are generally done, perceived and 
felt as (if they were) “normal”. Much of men’s practices, in public and in private, in 
work, negotiations, networking, lobbying, pressurising and so on is not seen as 
gendered. They are not usually gender-conscious activity: they “just happen”! 
 
In contrast, there has been a significant growth of men’s more gender-conscious 
activities, often in relation to gender equality. There are many reasons why men might 
be and are interested in gender equality: they range from anti-feminist motivations 
suggesting gender equality is unnecessary or worse, to profeminist attempts to support 
gender equality and feminism. Gender-consciousness does not necessarily mean pro-
gender equality; male supremacists are indeed gender-conscious, just as white 
supremacists are “race”-conscious. In between are those forms of men’s politics that see 
“gender equality” agendas as opportunities to benefit men, without much concern for 
women. There are also men’s gender-conscious activities that emphasise differences 
between men, by sexuality, racialisation, religion and so on, as the most crucial. But this 
is only the beginning: as when men say they are interested in gender equality, there may 
be key differences in what is actually meant by gender equality. To put this another way, 
gender equality, like feminism, can be understood by men in various ways and for 
various reasons, including from (liberal) reform, (standpoint) resistance, or 
(deconstructive) rebellion positions (Lorber 2005; Hearn and Holmgren 2007). 
 
Women have been the driving force in the development of gender equality policies. 
Policy debate on gender equality has developed primarily in terms of what women have 
to gain from greater gender equality. This has become the “mainstream” of gender 
equality work and thinking. At the same time, men are also involved and implicated in 
gender equality policies and practices - in a whole variety of ways, as: spouses, fathers, 
and other family members; colleagues and trade union members at work; managers and 
employers; policy-makers; active citizens in social organizations, and so on. Sometimes 
this has meant some men resisting moves to gender equality or seeing it only as 
“women’s business”. But this situation is slowly changing. We can now ask: 
• What part can men play in gender equality?  




• What gender equality policies need to be developed for men?  
• How men can contribute positively to gender equality?  
• How do such questions look for men of different ages, ethnicities, classes?  
 
Key areas of policy development include: men relations to home and family; men at 
work and in management (both public and private sectors); home-work reconciliation; 
men’s health; social inclusion/exclusion of men; men’s violence. Examples of areas 
where focused, explicit policy on men has been developing in recent years include:  
• men as workers/breadwinners/heads of family and household;  
• fatherhood and paternity (including legal rights and obligations of fathers, and 
paternity leave); 
• fatherhood, husband and other family statuses in immigration and nationality; 
• gay, queer and transgender issues; 
• crimes of sexual violence;  
• programmes on men who have been violent to women and children; 
• conscription; 
• men’s health education programmes; 
• reproductive technology and reproductive rights. 
 
I now briefly discuss two policy areas – men’s violence and men’s health – that in some 
ways have contrasting implications for men and indeed women and children. Put very 
simply, the first can be seen largely as a problem men create; the second as a problem 
men experience. 
 
Men’s violences  
The persistent and widespread nature of the problem of men’s violences to women, 
children and other men is the recurring theme here. Men are overrepresented among 
those who use violence, especially heavy violence. This violence is also age-related. The 
life course variation in violence with a more violence-prone youth phase has been 
connected to increasing exposure to commercial violence and to other social 
phenomena, but these connections have not been well mapped. 
 
Violence against women by known men is becoming recognised as a major social 
problem in many European countries. The Council of Europe has reported that for 
women between 15 and 44 years old, domestic violence is thought to be the major cause 
of death and invalidity, with 20 to 50 per cent of women in Europe victims of such 
violence. The range of abusive behaviours include direct physical violence, isolation and 
control of movements, and abuse through the control of money. There has been a large 
amount of feminist research on women’s experiences of violence from men, and the 
policy and practical consequences of that violence, including that by state and welfare 
agencies, as well as some national representative surveys of women’s experiences of 
violence. There has been considerable research on prison and clinical populations of 
violent men; there is now growing research on the understandings of such violence to 
women by men living in the community, men’s engagement with criminal justice and 
welfare agencies, and evaluation of men’s programmes intervening with such men.  
 
Child abuse, including physical abuse, sexual abuse and child neglect, is now also being 
recognised as a prominent social problem. Both the gendered nature of these problems 
and an appreciation of how service responses are themselves gendered are beginning to 




receive more critical attention, both in terms of perpetrators and victims/survivors. The 
intersection of sexuality and violence is likely to be an area of growing concern. There is 
some research on men’s sexual abuse of children but this is still an underdeveloped 
research focus in most countries. In some countries sexual abuse cases remain largely 
hidden, as is men’s sexual violence to men.  
 
There has also been some highlighting of those men who have received violence from 
women. Men’s violences to ethnic minorities, migrants, people of colour, gay men and 
older people are being highlighted more, but are still very unexplored. They remain 
important areas for further policy development. Examples of men’s violences that are 
still rarely addressed in a gendered way include ‘civil disorder’, terrorism and state 
violence. EU, European-wide and transnational policy priorities include: 
• to stop men’s violence to women, children and other men, and assist victims and 
survivors; 
• to enforce the criminal law on physical violence, that has historically often not been 
enforced in relation to men’s violence to known women and children;  
• to make non-violence and anti-violence central public policy of all relevant 
institutions, including educational institutions; 
• to assist men who have been violent to stop their violence, such as men’s 
programmes, should be subject to accountability, high professional standards, close 
evaluation, and not be funded from women’s services; 
• to recognise the part played by men in other forms of violence that are still often 
seen as non-gendered, for example, racist violence, riots, militarism. 
 
Men’s health 
The life expectancy of men and thus men’s ageing has increased markedly since the 
beginning of the 20th century, and the differences in mortality between men and women 
are generally decreasing. As Meryn and Jadad (2001) note, ‘Despite having had most of 
the social determinants of health in their favour, men have higher mortality rates for all 
15 leading causes of death and a life expectancy about seven years shorter than 
women’s.’ (bold in original). The major recurring theme is thus men’s relatively low life 
expectancy, poor health, accidents, suicide, morbidity. Some studies see traditional 
masculinity as hazardous to health. Men suffer and die more and at a younger age from 
cardiovascular diseases, cancer, respiratory diseases, accidents and violence than 
women. Socio-economic factors, qualifications, social status, life style, diet, smoking 
and drinking, hereditary factors, as well as occupational hazards, can be important for 
morbidity and mortality. Gender differences in health arise from how certain work done 
by men are hazardous occupations. Generally, many men neglect their health and for 
some men, especially for some younger men, their ‘masculinity’ is characterised by risk 
taking, an ignorance of their bodies, and reluctance to seek medical intervention for 
suspected health problems. Men’s morbidity and mortality are central topics of public 
discussions in some countries. In some countries, such as Estonia, this is argued to be 
the main social problem of men. 
 
There have been major problems for some men post-transition in some Central and East 
European countries, and particularly so in the Russian Federation, where the gap in life 
expectancy between women and men is close to 10 years. Rieder and Meryn (2001) 
comment that: ‘In 2000, the WHO report suggested a 77% increased risk of premature 
death for Russian men between 1987 and 1994. With life expectancy, the gap between 
the sexes generally decreases as average life expectancy increases. Russia has one of the 




lowest life expectancies and, therefore, the widest gaps between sexes in healthy life 
expectancy in the world (66·4 vs 56·1 years for men compared with women).’  
 
Gender-neutral perspectives on gender and health remain common amongst a wide 
range of European sociological and public health researchers on social inequality in 
health. There has been relatively little academic work on men’s health and men’s health 
practices from a gendered perspective in many countries. On the other hand, some 
studies point to the complexity of gendered health differences. Some health indicators 
suggest that women have slightly poorer health than men, even with longer life 
expectancy. Indeed sometimes, gender differences may remain surprisingly stable even 
during economic depression, and be surprisingly immune to possible extra impacts of 
education, employment status, region, and family status during economic downturn.  
 
EU, European-wide and transnational policy priorities include: 
• to improve men’s health. 
• to facilitate men’s improved health (or ‘illth’) practices, including more appropriate 
use of health services; men’s relative lack of use of health services, delaying of use 
or use only after appointments have been made by women are examples of health 
practices with vital implications for medical and other professional intervention. 
• to focus on the negative effects of men’s health problems upon women and children. 
• to ensure that focusing on men’s health does not reduce resources for women’s and 
children’s health. 
 
More generally, there is the need to connect men’s health to forms of masculinity, such 
as risk-taking and “unhealthy” behaviour. Risk-taking is especially significant for some 
younger men, in, for example, smoking, alcohol and drug taking, unsafe sexual practices 
and road accidents. In this context it is interesting that some research finds that men are 
over-optimistic regarding their own health. To fully understand, and deal with, the 
dynamics around the health problems of at least some men we may need to connect 
those problems to dominant, or even in some cases oppressive, ways of “being a man”: 
for instance, risk-taking behaviour relevant to some injuries and addictions; or an almost 
“macho” unwillingness to take one’s health problems seriously and seek medical help; 
or the marked violence which enters into the methods which a number of men seem to 
use to commit suicide. Recent studies on men have often been concerned to show how 
men too are affected by health risks, violence and so on, without connecting the theses 
more systematically to societal context. These points are examples of a more general 
conclusion from the Research Network, namely that in developing policy interventions, 
the splitting of studies which focus on “problems which some experience” from those 
which explore “the problems which some create” needs to be bridged. 
 
Conclusions 
Gender equality provisions. The implications of gender equality policy for men are 
under-explored. Different men can have complex, even contradictory, relations to 
gender equality and other (in)equalities. Men’s relations to gender equality can include: 
assisting the promotion of women’s greater equality; attention to the gendered 
disadvantage of certain men, as might include gay men, men with caring 
responsibilities, men in non-traditional work; men’s rights, fathers’ rights, and anti-
women/anti-feminist politics. There is little attention to how men might assist the 
promotion of gender equality in ways that assist women. EU policy harmonisation 
should include policies whereby men assist the movement towards gender equality. 




Gender-neutral language is still generally used in policy-making, though for different 
reasons within different legal-political traditions, rather than the naming of men as men. 
Gender mainstreaming. The implications for efforts towards gender mainstreaming in 
law and policy for men need to be more fully explored, whilst at the same time avoiding 
anti-women/anti-feminist “men only” tendencies that can sometimes thus be promoted. 
 
Gendered welfare state policy regimes. Different traditions of welfare policy regimes 
have definite implications for men’s practices; this is clearest in men’s relations to home 
and work, including different constructions of men as breadwinners. If one looks at 
Western Europe welfare systems in terms of the extent to which they demonstrate an 
awareness of men’s violences to women and children and a willingness to respond to it, 
then the transnational patterns that emerge in Europe are almost a reversal of the 
standard Esping-Andersen (e.g. 1990, 1996) classifications. The criteria which can be 
used to look at each country would include: levels of research on the topic in different 
countries; extent to which the prevalence of men’s violences has been researched and/or 
acknowledged publicly; extent to which legal frameworks focus on men’s violences; 
extent to which welfare initiatives aim at dealing with the outcomes of men’s violences; 
extent to which welfare professionals are trained to address men’s violences. 
 
Intersection of men, gender relations and other forms of social division and inequality, 
such as ethnicity, remains an important and undeveloped field in policy development. 
There are many important interrelations between the various aspects of men’s positions 
and experiences, and their impacts on women, children and other men, and strong 
interconnections between different policy areas. This applies to both men’s power and 
domination in different arenas, and between men’s unemployment, social exclusion and 
ill-health. Men dominate key institutions, such as politics, management, trade unions, 
churches, sport; yet some men suffer marginalisation as in higher rates of suicide, some 
illnesses and alcoholism than women. Such interrelations are key in policy development.  
 
Let us take two examples. First, there are links between social exclusion and men’s 
health. Much research illustrates high correlations between poor health, and the social 
disadvantages of class, ethnicity and other inequalities. There is a need for policy 
attention to social inclusion and more research on men’s practices in both social 
exclusion and inclusion. Another example is that in most of Europe the two topics of 
fatherhood and men’s violences are treated as separate policy issues. Indeed, there may 
be enthusiastic promotion of fatherhood and then, quite separate, policy on men’s 
violences. An integrated policy approach joining up these two policy areas is rarely 
adopted. Why this is so hard to do this is a question policy-makers need to address. 
Gendered questions remain in both the focuses and ‘objects’ of policy-making, and for 
policy-makers and in policy-making themselves. 
 
Note: I warmly acknowledge the work of all the members of CROME and related 
networks, particularly that in the chapter on ‘law and policy’ (Pringle and Hearn et al. 
2006), for their contributions to the thinking in this paper. 
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